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INTRODUCTION 
 
The field of ethical decision making has since its inception considered itself separate and distinct from 
other types of decision making. Empirical scholarship has long rested on this assumption. Prominent theories 
and results in this field however are ―mixed: inconclusive, difficult to compare, and sometimes conflicting‖ 
(Elm and Radin, 2008). Highlighting these deficiencies, Elm and Radin propose we take a step backward and 
examine the field‘s distinctness from other forms of decision making. They argue that if the base assumption is 
incorrect, if there is nothing special or different about ethical decision making, then prior research is 
impoverished by the absence of studies of decision making as a whole and its relationship with moral issues 
(Elm & Radin, 2008). The result of which Elm and Radin propose has led empirical studies to move forward 
without challenging the supposition that ethical decision making is separate from other types of decision 
making. 
Elm and Radin‘s study establishes as a starting point for this line of inquiry. While their data indicates a 
need for future research, the study admittedly has certain shortcomings. Foremost among these is their failure to 
consider in tandem both the types of factors that influence decision making as well as their relative importance. 
The premise of this article is to integrate that normative importance into an examination of decision making as a 
whole.  
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BACKGROUND 
 
The study of ethical decision making is a burgeoning field attracting top scholars across a variety of 
disciplines. Ethical decision making refers to mental thought processes that ‗‗determine how conflicts in human 
interests are to be settled and…optimize mutual benefit…[for] people living together in groups‘‘ (Hardin, 1988; 
Rest, 1986, p. 1; Trevino, 1986).  The field can be characterized by thousands of research articles and empirical 
studies investigating the influence of a vast array of issues ranging from the impact of religion (Tse and Au, 
1997; Singhapakdi, 2000; Razzaque and Hwee, 2002), to gender (Okleshen and Hoyt, 1996; Weeks et al. 1999; 
Roozen et al., 2001; Abdolmohammadi et al., 2003), to even job function (Weiss, 2003; Wasieleski and Weber, 
2008, Cahana, 2008) on decision making processes. While current research has produced good deductive 
theories using a variety of different instruments, empirical results have been mixed and inconsistent. 
 
Cognitive Moral Development 
 
Lawrence Kohlberg is often credited for being one of the pioneers at the forefront of the field of ethical 
decision making. Kohlberg‘s (1969) theory of cognitive moral development provides the foundation for 
research on moral judgment. The theory proposes six stages of moral reasoning. These six stages are embedded 
in three broad categories: the ―preconventional‖, conventional, and ―post-conventional‖ stages. Kohlberg 
argued people develop moral reasoning capabilities just as they do physically. Individuals begin at the lowest 
―precoventional‖ level and progress mentally to the highest ―post-conventional‖ level. Lower levels in the 
theory are characterized by ―self-centered yet outward-looking individual reasons about what is right based 
upon either concern for obedience to authority and fear of punishment‖ whereas upper levels are characterized 
by more utilitarian outlooks where the individual ―determines what is right more autonomously by looking to 
universally held principles of justice and rights‖ (Trevino, 2006).  
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Follow-up research has discovered that most adults do not develop in their moral capabilities to the 
highest stages of Kohlberg‘s theory. In fact, fewer than 20% of American adults actually reach the upper 
spectrum or ―post-conventional‖ levels (Rest, et al 1999). Weber (1990) tested this finding in a business context 
and found that most managers actually reason at the conventional level. This result implies that ―[i]f most 
adults‘ thinking about right and wrong is highly susceptible to external influence, then the management of such 
conduct through attention to norms, peer behavior, leadership, reward systems, climate, culture, and so on 
becomes important‖ (Trevino, 2008). Thus, Trevino built on Kohlberg‘s theory and developed the person-
situation interactionist model which details how situational contexts interact with the individual to influence 
ethical decision making processes. 
Research relating cognitive moral development to ethical judgment has been mixed. Weber (1993) 
found a positive correlation between intended ethical behavior and higher stages of moral reasoning while other 
studies have found insignificant or negative relationships (Robin et al, 1996; Au and Wong, 2000) Furthermore, 
the exact effect of situational contexts on moral reasoning is uncertain (Weber, 1990; Elm & Nichols, 1993; 
Weber & Wasieleski, 2001) 
 
Moral Identity 
 
Moral identity is a current hotbed for research. While researchers disagree over a universal definition for 
moral identity, research on the concept is segmented into two major perspectives: the character perspective and 
the social-cognitive perspective. 
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The Character Perspective 
 
The character perspective was originally developed to address shortcoming of Kohlberg‘s cognitive 
moral development theory. Augusto Blasi (1983, 1984, 2005) is widely credited for founding the perspective. 
Blasi developed the ―Self Model‖ which is comprised of three components:  
 
1. People make moral judgments on the right way to act while simultaneously considering their 
own responsibility for acting on those judgments (Blasi, 1984).  
2. people develop criteria for judgments based on their own moral identity which embodies how 
much they value moral behavior; and 
3. self-consistency perpetuates moral action:  individuals desire action consistent with his or her 
moral self-construal (Blasi, 1984). 
 
Blasi‘s ―Self Model‖ emphasizes the role of the self and human tendency to strive for self-consistency. 
The model addresses shortcoming in linking moral cognition to moral behavior. Blasi‘s model is especially 
important in explaining the behavior of moral exemplars and extraordinary moral behavior.  
The character perspective has important weaknesses. First, the perspective appears relevant only to 
moral behaviors where deliberate consideration precedes action (Hardy and Carlo, 2005). Second, the 
perspective fails to address situational contexts and assumes the individual‘s personal identity is monolith when 
in fact people are complex and multi-faceted. 
 
The Social-Cognition Perspective 
 
The social-cognition perspective ―conceptualizes moral identity as an organized cognitive 
representation, or schema, of moral values, goals, traits, and behavioral scripts‖ (Shao, 2008). Aquino and Reed 
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(2002) assert that moral identity is a set of what they term ―moral trait associations‖ that serve to create a 
internalized mental image of what a theoretical moral person experiences (thinks, feels, does, etc.) within the 
individual. Moral behavior is dependent on the extent to which the individual feels this image is important. 
They assert that the importance of the internalized image to the individual is dependent on mental cognitive 
processes. The easier the image can be recalled, the stronger role the moral influences play on the individual‘s 
character. The social-cognition perspective asserts that the importance of this moral identity coupled with 
human tendency to strive for self-consistency links moral identity to moral action. 
 The social-cognition perspective differs from the character perspective in that it considers the effect of 
situational cues on moral behavior. Situational cues may ease or hinder recall of the ―moral trait associations‖ 
which in turn define the importance of moral behavior to the individual. The relative importance of behaving 
morally leads to action of similar moral standing. This helps explain the deterioration of moral standards in the 
presence of large distractions. 
 The social-cognition perspective also has certain shortcomings. First, the perspective shifts the emphasis 
from the uniqueness of the individual to situational cues. Second, the perspective fails to explain the behavior of 
true moral exemplars who commit to great moral causes despite immense personal cost. 
 
Moral Reasoning 
 
Elm and Radin (2008) define moral reasoning as ―the cognitive process of determining how a person 
reasons about ethical situations.‖ Weber (1993) identifies moral reasoning as the link between personal values 
and actual decisions. Controversy exists in academia however over the validity of this claim. According to 
Watson (2009): 
 
Organizational ethicists have historically evaluated the person‘s ability to reason out moral problems in 
ways that result in acceptable justifications for a choice of action (Kohlberg 1984; Piaget 1965; Rest et 
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al. 1999). Other theories claim that humans develop an ethical ideology that is predictive of moral 
judgment and they examine these ideological inclinations along the consequentialist and formalist 
dimensions (Forsyth 1980; Forsyth and Berger 1982; Forsyth and Nye 1990). Still others see moral 
reasoning as a cognitive predisposition (Brady and Wheeler 1996) more likely to be autonomously 
generated than an acquired ideology.   
 
James Rest is one of the most prominent researchers of moral reasoning. He developed the most widely 
used measure of moral capability known as the Defining Issues Test or DIT. (Rest, 1979)  Furthermore, he 
created a four-stage descriptive framework for moral reasoning which has served as a critical foundation or 
jumping point for many other studies in the field. The first step is moral awareness which involves the 
identification of the moral nature of the issue. The second is moral evaluation. In this step, the individual 
reasons through the issue or makes a moral judgment. The next step is moral intention. This encompasses 
deciding whether or not to act. The conclusion of the framework is moral behavior which is the act itself.  
 
Moral Intensity 
 
Moral intensity refers to ―characteristics of the ethical issue that compel the decision maker to employ 
ethical reasoning ‖ (McMahon & Harvey, 2006, 337).  Jones‘ (1991) moral intensity construct expands upon 
Rest‘s four-stage model. Exhibit 1 illustrates the interaction between the two. Jones (1991) identified six issue-
specific dimensions of ethical dilemmas that influenced the individual‘s decision making processes: Magnitude 
of consequences, social consensus, probability of effect, temporal immediacy, proximity, and concentration of 
effect.  
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                                    Figure 1:  Interaction between moral intensity construct and Rest’s four-stage model 
 
 
 
Studies investigating the inflence of moral intensity have been inconclusive. One problem is many have 
focused on what the decision maker might do while neglecting the relative importance of the decision maker‘s 
moral reasoning processes (Weber, 2001). Other research has reported inconsistent results (Singhapakdi et al, 
1996; Weber, 1996; Harrington, 1997; Davis et al, 1998; Butterfield et al, 2000; Barnett, 2001; May and Pauli, 
2002; Barnett and Valentine, 2002; Valentine and Fleischman, 2003). For example, Davis et al. (1998) found 
social consensus but not magnitude of consequences influences judgments of moral concern whereas Singer et 
al. (1998) reported Magnitude of consequence, social consensus & temporal immediacy were all significant 
predictors of overall ethicality. 
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ELM & RADIN (2008) 
 
Elm and Radin were the first to propose that ethical decision making may not be different or unique 
from normal decision making. Their findings were groundbreaking as they challenged the field‘s foundation. 
Our research was a building block off of their study and utilized the same data. 
Research Design 
 
Qualitative data was collected from interviews conducted with graduate students who had previously 
held mid-level managerial positions.  The interviews detailed manager‘s actual perceptions and experiences 
which enabled the identification and analysis of the different factors that influenced their decision making 
processes across different types of dilemmas. In particular, each manager was asked to identify the processes 
and factors that influenced him/her in four different scenarios: 
 
1. General decision making at work 
2. Difficult work-related decision making 
3. Difficult decision making related to ethics  at work; and 
4. Difficult decision making  not related to work 
 
Subjects 
 
The test sample in this study consisted of nine middle-level managers in the Midwest. Subjects‘ work 
experience stretched across a variety of industries from banking to property management. Of the nine subjects, 
seven were male and two were female. All were current MBA students. The ages of the managers ranged from 
27 to 39 with the average being 31. All nine subjects were interviewed by the same researcher. 
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Protocol 
 
Each interview began with the subjects detailing basic background information. Subjects then were 
asked to detail their decision making processes at work daily, on a particular difficult decision they made at 
work, on a particular difficult ethical decision made at work, and on a particular decision made outside of work. 
(Appendix B outlines the interview questions and general format). A coding scheme was developed according 
to Boyatzis (1998) by conducting a thematic analysis. Afterwards, two independent raters coded the data for the 
binary presence of certain decision making factors. 
 
Thematic Analysis 
 
First, interviews were transcribed from audio recording. Once blinded and randomized, the interviews 
were read through thoroughly to outline their content and isolate embedded themes. Transcripts were broken 
down into "thought units." (e.g., Gioia & Sims, 1986) These thought units had no defined length and ranged 
from single words o complete sentences. The goal of this activity was to isolate entire thoughts linked to 
decision making. All thought units linked to decision making were recorded with the only exception being 
casual or ―small talk‖ conversation such as discussion of family circumstances. This process ensured that all 
thought units linked to the decision were included in the coding. 
Thought units were then processed to develop a coding scheme. To do so, a subset of the transcripts was 
analyzed for categorical consistencies. This smaller sample consisted of four transcripts. The goal was to 
identify general themes and create groupings for influences, which could then be transformed into a coding 
scheme testing the binary presence of influential factors. 
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Once the scheme was fully developed, coding was performed by three independent raters. Each rater 
evaluated the presence or absence of the category/decision factor in the decision making process. Appendix C 
details the coding scheme used by this study. The coding process was performed independently, and then the 
results were compared in a full group. Areas of agreement, disagreement, and confusion were identified through 
this process. Differences were discussed and resolved through a repetitive iterative process that involved 
reaffirming that the data corresponded to the categories, debate, and then reformulation.  
 
Results 
 
Elm and Radin (2008) found significant patterns in decision making across different types of decisions. 
Nevertheless, their study had many shortcomings. The most glaring was the use of binary presence as an 
indicator of normative importance. For instance in their study, a subject could have responded that he tended to 
gather as much data as he could in making these sorts of decisions but in the end went with his gut feel. In this 
study, both gut feel and data would have been coded as being present. As a result, no distinction would have 
been made regarding the normative importance of either in making the decision. The presence of the decision 
factor indicates that the decision maker acknowledges that influence on his or her decision making processes. 
Presence alone however does not translate into importance. While Elm and Radin‘s (2008) study drew attention 
to a potential area for further research, they were not able to make any concrete conclusions. Thus, their study 
serves as a building block for ours to continue.  
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RESEARCH QUESTION 
  
Research regarding the normative importance of decision making influences is mixed and inconsistent. 
Like Elm and Radin (2008) before us, we are not seeking to undermine existing research. Instead, we are 
proposing that we take a step back and examine current research through a more holistic lens. Studies today 
focus on such small subsets within the vast field of decision making. Maybe our specificity has led us to neglect 
important details. We assert that the fundamental assumptions that have built upon for so many years should be 
isolated and challenged which in turn may provide the answer for why prior research has been distorted.  
Our goal in this study was not to draw concrete conclusions. Instead, we sought to call more attention to 
a potential flaw and provide a starting block for others who will follow in our footsteps. In particular, we seek to 
discover how an examination of the relative importance of the factors that influence decision making contribute 
to a more robust understanding of ethical decision making as compared to other types of decision making. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN 
 
Our study utilized the same data and followed the same design as Elm and Radin‘s (2008) with the 
addition of a Likert scaling to measure for relative importance. Our data was comprised of the same interviews 
and transcripts collected by Elm and Radin (2008). Furthermore, to ensure consistency in our results, we added 
an additional independent coder to have three people in total. 
Likert Scaling of Relative Importance 
 
Subsequent to the thematic analysis coding on each question, the rater evaluated the transcripts for the 
relative importance of each decision factor. To assess their importance or magnitude, raters were given a 
modified Likert scale. The Likert scale is a measurement used to judge approval or disapproval: ―Rating scales 
yield a single score that references the direction and intensity of a person‘s attitude.‖ 1 The Likert scale 
implemented in this study was developed in four steps: 
 
1. Define the focus 
2. define the range  
3. contextualize the scale; and  
4. evaluate the data 
 
Define the Focus 
  
The first step of developing a Likert scale is defining its focus. Identifying the focus is vital to 
determining what is going to be measured. In order for a Likert scale to be a relevant to a study, the focus must 
                                                             
1 Algozzine, Bob. "Tips for Developing Likert Rating Scales." College of Education Home Page. UNC Charlotte. 24 Apr. 2009 
<http://education.uncc.edu/rfalgozz/ADMN8699/likerttips.pdf>. 
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be unidimensional. The focus of the scale in this study was, ―The extent to which a present decision making 
factor affects the ultimate outcome of the decision.‖ Extent, the dependent variable in this portion of the study, 
can be measured on one-dimension. Thus, examination the Likert scale was an appropriate measure. Before 
beginning the coding process, raters were explicitly informed of the focus. 
 
Define the Range 
 
 Our study utilized a scale with a range of 1 to 5. Likert scaling is bipolar so that it measures both 
positive and negative responses. There must be an odd number of ratings on a true Likert scale. Having an odd 
number creates a midpoint in the scale to allow the subject to express neutrality to a given condition. In this 
study the midpoint was 3. Having an odd number of ratings eliminates ―forced choice‖ bias in which raters who 
neither agree nor disagree with the condition are forced to give a polarized response due to a lack of a neutral 
option.  
Due to the large amount of data contained in transcripts and the complex nature of the interviews, we 
chose to use a 5 point scale. Smaller scales minimize errors by the raters in being forced to make precise super-
fine distinctions and the 1 to 5 scale has been proven to be most effective.
2
 For example, if the rating scale was 
from 1 to 15, there would be very minimal increase in significance from a one point increase on the scale. As a 
result, the rater would be forced to make many super-precise decisions which could ultimately unravel the 
rating scheme due to inaccuracy. A smaller scale also helps reduce rater bias. The larger the scale, the more 
confused the rater gets. Increasing rater confusion increases the likelihood that he or she would be to 
incorporate, either consciously or subliminally, his or her own personal judgments. We desired a rating scheme 
that would be as systematic as possible and accounted for all personal bias. Ideally we want a scale anybody 
could pick up, understand, and code according to the defined rules.  
                                                             
2 Algozzine, Bob. "Tips for Developing Likert Rating Scales." College of Education Home Page. UNC Charlotte. 24 Apr. 2009 
<http://education.uncc.edu/rfalgozz/ADMN8699/likerttips.pdf>. 
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We also chose the 5 point scale because we were interested in generalized evaluations of the factors 
relative importance. We were more concerned about identifying a decision factor as having a major or a 
minimal influence on the decision maker than pegging the exact percentage the subject relied on it.  
 To increase reliability, an instruction sheet containing the scale we developed was given to each rater. 
This was intended to negate central tendency bias. Central tendency bias is the rater‘s avoidance of using 
extreme category responses: 1 or 5. Since the Likert scale was comprised of two positive and two negative 
affirmations of the decision factors‘ importance, eliminating the central tendency bias was of paramount 
importance otherwise ratings for positive and negative feelings would be clustered at the 4 and 2 values 
respectively since raters would be adverse to evaluating responses as 1‘s or 5‘s.. The balance in the polarity of 
the ratings (2 positive, 2 negative, and 1 neutral) also served to limit the acquiescence bias of the rater which is 
a tendency to indicate a positive connotation. Because a rater had already confirmed the presence of the 
decision factor, the acquiescence bias states that he/she will be more likely to give it a higher importance rating 
unless the positive and negative responses are balanced. 
Contextualize the Scale 
  
The traditional Likert scale measures agreement. One end of the scale demonstrates strong agreement 
while the other evidences strong disagreement. The focus of this study was,  
―The extent to which a present decision making factor affects the ultimate outcome of the decision.‖ Therefore, 
the traditional Likert scale for agreement needed to be adjust to match the variable of extent/importance. Figure 
4 demonstrates the first transformation of the scale: 
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Figure 4:  Transformation of Likert Scale from Agreement to Extent 
 
 
In the end, the scale for ―Extent‖ was reversed and contextualized to identify with the specific content of 
the data. Figure 5 illustrates the final scale continuum: 
 
Figure 5:  Final Likert Scale 
 
 
1 2 3 4 5
Agreement
Strongly 
Agree
Agree
Neither Agree or 
Disagree
Disagree Strongly Disagree
Frequency Always Often About Half the Time Seldom Never
Satisfaction
Very 
Satisfied
Satisfied
Neither Satisfied or 
Dissatisfied
Dissatisfied Very Dissatisfied
Effectiveness
Very 
Effective
Effective
Neither Effective or 
Ineffective
Ineffective Very Ineffective
Quality Very Good Good Average Poor Very Poor
Expectancy
Much Better 
than 
Expected
Better than 
Expected
As Expected
Worse than 
Expected
Much Worse than 
Expected
Extent
To a Very 
Great Extent
To a Great 
Extent
Somewhat
To a Small 
Extent
To a Very Small Extent
Points on Continuum
Focus of Scale
1 2 3 4 5
Importance of 
Decision Factor
Non-factor; DF is 
present but only 
nominally . DF is 
mentioned but 
does not resonate 
in decision
DF is present 
and plays role in 
decision, but 
only to a small 
extent
DF is an 
influence, but 
neutral; has a 
somewhat of an 
effect
Good influence; 
DF has large 
effect but not 
something 
primary
Huge influence; this 
person relies heavily 
on DF
Focus of Scale
Points on Continuum
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Evaluating the importance of a decision factor was dependent on the thematic analysis coding process. A 
decision factor was only evaluated on the Likert scale if it was coded as being present in the decision. If the 
factor was not present, this study automatically recorded it as a 0. To further reinforce our findings and ensure 
the evaluation scheme was consistent, we collected qualitative data from the raters describing their impression 
of the subject‘s decision making processes for each question. These descriptions consisted of 3-4 nouns or 
adjectives that characterized the subject‘s decision making as a whole.  
 
Evaluate the Data 
 
Performed simultaneously with thematic analysis coding, the evaluations on the Likert scale were done 
independently by the same three individuals in order to determine inter-rater reliability. Because of the 
importance of this stage of the research on our findings, we discussed differences which we attempted to resolve 
through isolation of the factor/category and qualitative discussion. The descriptions listed by each rater played a 
major role in the discussion of refining or correcting discrepancies in evaluations.  
Once the values for magnitude had been discussed, we calculated inter-rater agreement here to be78%. 
This again was calculated by dividing the total number of coded items for which the two raters agreed by the 
total number of coded items. Inter-rater agreement was not as high as with the binary presence coding, but it 
was still high enough at this level to move forward with the study. 
 
When no consensus could be reached, conflicts were resolved based on two rules: 
 
1. If the magnitude of the difference between the evaluation was equal to 1. We took the lower figure 
as the final rating. Here are some hypothetical examples: 
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2. If the magnitude of the difference between the evaluation was greater than 1. We averaged the 
ratings and rounded down. Here are some hypothetical examples: 
 
 
  
 
 
RESULTS 
 
The original goal of our research was to expand upon Elm and Radin‘s study and challenge the 
assumption that ethical decision making is a separate and distinct field. To do so, we examined whether or not 
people reason similarly through different types of scenarios. Our analysis provided us with a total of 216 
nominal data points for each subject: 108 binary (yes/no) responses and 108 evaluations of relative importance 
on a Likert scale (1-5 with a default of 0 for decision factors not present.) These 216 data points could be 
decomposed into 22 categorical factors for each question: 19 referred to specific influences on the decision 
Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 Final Rating
Decision Factor 1 4 5 5 = 4
Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 Final Rating
Decision Factor 2 2 2 3 = 2
Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 Final Rating
Decision Factor 3 0 1 1 = 0
Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 Final Rating
Decision Factor 1 3 4 5 = 4
Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 Final Rating
Decision Factor 3 0 2 2 = 1
Rater 1 Rater 2 Rater 3 Final Rating
Decision Factor 2 2 3 5 = 3
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making process and 3 referred to explicit modes of communicating information. These categorical factors were 
further organized thematically according to the themes generated by Elm and Radin (2008): 
 
(a) objective information; 
(b) subjective information; 
(c) information about consequences 
(d) information about motivation; and 
(e) method of communication. 
 
Table 1 includes theme names, category names, and examples from subject responses of each category. 
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TABLE 1:  Categories and Themes 
 
  
Theme/Categories Subject Example 
OBJECTIVE 
INFORMATION  
 
Data / facts / research / 
information gathering 
# 8 ―Just gathering all your information so that you can decide how to resolve something.‖ 
Past experience # 3 ―It‘s always based for me on what‘s happened in the past.‖ 
Regulations / rules / 
policies / laws 
# 3 ―Make that one of our criteria? That‘s kind of where we‘re leaning at this point.‖ 
SUBJECTIVE 
INFORMATION 
  
Gut feel / intuition / personal 
preferences / emotions 
# 6 ―My decisions, typically, I just have to make them. if I want to do something, I just have 
to make that decision happen.‖ 
Concern for personal 
relationships 
# 1 
―I felt like a mentor to this person. And I had wanted her to succeed and it may have 
been that she was giving up on me as she was leaving as opposed to was this right for 
her in her life right now‖. 
Input from family / friends # 5 ―I relied a lot on my wife, even … I think that we serve as a good sounding board for 
each other‖ 
Input from supervisors # 1 ―Right after I had the first conversation with her, I emailed my boss.‖ 
Input from peers / colleagues # 2 ―I‘ll consult with other professionals—my peers.‖ 
Input from subordinates # 7 ―I always like to go last because I don‘t want any of my opinions to influence anyone 
else in the room.‖ 
Input from involved parties # 4 ―I would go and talk to the different people involved.‖ 
CONSEQUENCES   
Impact on self / family # 8 ―Whereas I could make it a little more difficult on myself and the people that are 
actually here and either maintain or cut back and help out everyone else.‖ 
Impact on stakeholders # 9 ―I won‘t ever cross the line based on the severity of what could happen to the patient—
that‘s where I don‘t cross the line.‖ 
Impact on finances # 6 
―We had to go back to the sister company say, ‗Listen, we can‘t eat this bill of $120,000. 
We have to figure out a different way to go about this,‖ knowing, on the flip-side that 
they had to make money—they‘re judged on profitability as well.‖ 
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Impact on organization # 4 
―You have to help people come to an agreement that they are working for the good of 
the team, because there‘s optimization only at the highest level and at lower levels they 
need to be aware of what other design teams are doing so that they‘re working together.‖ 
General costs / benefits / risks # 7 
―It‘s difficult for me then to make the decision and say, ‗No we‘re going to keep 
looking.‘ You see lost profits, you see unhappy customers, you see work that‘s piling 
up—you want make a decision. The decision not to decide was the challenging portion 
of this for me.‖ 
MOTIVATION   
Consistency (Procedural) # 3 ―That‘s where it goes back to; I do the same for anybody.‖ 
Resolve # 2 ―I need to stay hard and fast because I knew what I needed to make this office 
successful.‖ 
Productivity # 9 ―Albeit we identified a technology, we weren‘t too quick in saying it was successful.‖ 
Fairness (Substantive) # 5 
―I need to allow her that time to take care of what I view as what is important to her 
health and happiness and working for the company.‖ 
COMMUNICATION   
Impersonal # 1 ―I emailed Debbie (my boss) and said, ‗Here‘s what I‘ve got going on.‘ ― 
Personal # 2 ―I would rather talk face-to-face, one-on-one.‖ 
Group # 9 ―So we had the meeting.‖ 
 
Across Subjects 
  
The first analysis we conducted was across subjects holding the type of question constant. The goal of this 
analysis was to see if people in general reason similarly across different types of decisions. Data for all 9 test 
subjects was grouped together by question type and then analyzed. Table 2 below reveals the frequency of the 
different decision factors across question types. Essentially, each value in the table relates to how many of the 
test subjects, out of 9, were influenced by the decision factor on the left-side of the table when making the type 
of decision outline on the top of the table. Frequencies were based on binary presence of the decision factor. For 
instance, the first value of 4 would relate that 4 out of the 9 subjects were influenced by data in their daily 
decision making. The full results are stated below: 
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TABLE 2:  Frequencies by Decision Type – Categorical 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Daily Decision 
Making
Difficult 
Decisions Ethical Decisions
Decisions Not 
Related to Work
OBJECTIVE
    Data 4 7 4 6
    Past experience 3 6 2 4
    Regulations 2 5 5 0
SUBJECTIVE
    Gut feel 3 2 1 5
    Personal Relationships 1 3 3 3
    Opinions - Family / friends 0 1 0 4
    Opinions - Supervisors 0 3 3 0
    Opinions - Peers / colleagues 3 6 2 2
    Opinions - Subordinates 0 2 1 0
    Opinions - Involved parties 5 8 4 5
CONSEQUENCES
    Self / family 0 1 2 4
    Stakeholders 1 3 5 0
    Finances 2 4 3 3
    Organization 1 7 7 0
    Costs / benefits 2 6 4 2
MOTIVATION
    Consistency (Procedural) 5 5 1 2
    Resolve 0 2 2 0
    Productivity 1 6 2 0
    Fairness (Substantive) 1 3 3 0
COMMUNICATION
    Impersonal 3 6 2 5
    Personal (face-to-face) 4 9 6 5
    Group (i.e., meetings) 3 5 2 0
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In the table, boxed values highlight values that were outside of one standard deviation of the mean for 
that category/decision factor. These boxes indicate that a decision factor was either present or not present at a 
significant level in a given question relative to other questions. For example, under the theme Motivation, 
Consistency (Procedural) has a boxed value of 1 under the ―Ethical Decision‖ column. From first glance, one 
can see from the frequency values that this decision factor was present at a much higher in other types of 
decisions. Therefore, one can infer from the box that subjects were significantly less likely to mention this 
factor as an influence when making an ethical decision. Table 2 only indicates binary presence. If a certain type 
of decision has many boxes going down a column, the conclusion drawn by Radin and Elm was that this type of 
decision has unique decision factors or influences which differentiates it from other types of decisions. These 
values however merely indicate the binary presence of the categorical decision factor, not the relative 
importance or extent to which it actually influences the decision maker. 
To reconcile this shortcoming, we examined the data collected by our Likert scaling. Table 3 below 
highlights the average magnitude values collected by all 9 subjects for each specific type of decision. To 
illustrate, the first value of 2.00 in the table represents the average importance of decision factor ―Data‖ across 
all 9 subjects in the ―Daily Decision Making Process.‖ To illustrate, consider the following hypothetical ratings 
in Figure 6. If for a decision, the 9 subjects record the following values for the importance of a certain decision 
factor, the value recorded in the Table 3 would be 3.22 under that decision‘s column. 
 
Figure 6:  Hypothetical Example of Average Importance Calculation 
 
 
Subject 1 Subject 2 Subject 3 Subject 4 Subject 5 Subject 6 Subject 7 Subject 8 Subject 9
Decision Factor 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 4 5
Average Importance 3.22
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TABLE 3:  Magnitude by Decision Type – Categorical 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
Daily Decision 
Making
Difficult 
Decisions Ethical Decisions
Decisions Not 
Related to Work
OBJECTIVE
    Data 2.00 3.00 1.78 2.67
    Past experience 1.22 2.44 1.22 1.78
    Regulations 0.89 2.33 2.11 0.00
SUBJECTIVE
    Gut feel 1.11 0.67 0.33 2.00
    Personal Relationships 0.44 1.33 1.22 1.33
    Opinions - Family / friends 0.00 0.11 0.00 1.67
    Opinions - Supervisors 0.00 1.22 1.00 0.00
    Opinions - Peers / colleagues 1.33 2.89 0.56 0.67
    Opinions - Subordinates 0.00 0.89 0.44 0.00
    Opinions - Involved parties 2.11 3.22 1.33 1.89
CONSEQUENCES
    Self / family 0.00 0.33 0.56 1.56
    Stakeholders 0.44 0.89 2.11 0.11
    Finances 0.67 1.33 1.44 1.33
    Organization 0.56 2.67 2.44 0.00
    Costs / benefits 0.67 2.78 2.00 0.78
MOTIVATION
    Consistency (Procedural) 1.89 2.11 0.56 0.67
    Resolve 0.00 0.44 0.89 0.00
    Productivity 0.44 2.22 0.44 0.00
    Fairness (Substantive) 0.56 1.44 0.67 0.00
COMMUNICATION
    Impersonal 1.00 2.22 0.89 2.00
    Personal (face-to-face) 1.78 4.33 2.56 2.22
    Group (i.e., meetings) 1.33 2.44 0.44 0.00
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The results reported in Table 3 indicate similarities regarding the importance of certain decision factors 
across different types of decisions. Boxed values are those that are outside of the mean for that category or row 
by a standard deviation of 1. We utilized 1 as our standard deviation instead of that of the sample because the 
sample was small with only four values for each decision factor. Further, a 1 point swing on our modified Likert 
scale could potentially be due to rater bias and did not signal a serious disconnect. Anything outside of a 1 point 
swing on the scale however would indicate a significant difference in the relative importance of the decision 
factor on that type of decision. 
Table 3 accurately reflects the role of the decision factor by measuring its importance to the decision 
maker rather than its binary presence. The lack of boxed values across rows supports Elm and Radin‘s claim 
that decision making is similar regardless of the type of decision being made. This is because an unboxed value 
indicates that the importance of the decision factor on that particular decision (i.e. ―Ethical Decision‖) is 
significantly similar to importance of that same decision factor across other types of decisions. 
Statistics were also recorded when the categorical decision factor were grouped by themes and then re-
analyzed. For the binary presence portion of our study, themes were coded as a 1 (or being present) if any 
categorical decision factor within that theme was present. For instance, if past experience was identified as an 
influence on the decision making then the theme ―Objective‖ would also be coded as an influence. Only 1 
categorical decision factor was necessary for the thematic category to be coded as a factor and there were no 
adjustments made if the actual number of decision factors present exceeded 1 (i.e. if objective had all 3 
categorical decision factors present as influences and subjective had 4, both would still be coded as a 1 or 
translated qualitatively as an influence) Table 4 shows the number of times any sort of data within the thematic 
category affected the decision making process: 
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TABLE 4:  Frequency by Decision Type – Thematic 
 
 
 
 
 
The results of this analysis are inconclusive. Once again, the use of binary presence as a measure for 
influence is ineffective and a good portion of the frequency values were outside one standard deviation of the 
mean for that thematic category. 
Table 5 paints a similar picture except instead of the frequency, the relative importance or magnitude of 
a thematic category is now being measured. Note that there are no boxes in the ―Ethical Decision‖ column 
indicating that decision factors had the same or similar influences in ethical decisions as they did in other types. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Daily Decision 
Making
Difficult 
Decisions Ethical Decisions
Decisions Not 
Related to Work
OBJECTIVE 6 9 8 7
SUBJECTIVE 7 9 7 9
CONSEQUENCES 4 9 8 8
MOTIVATION 6 8 5 2
COMMUNICATION 6 9 6 7
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TABLE 5:  Average Magnitude by Decision Type – Thematic 
 
 
Within Subjects 
 
The second analysis we performed was an examination isolating the individual‘s decision making process across 
each type of decision. The goal of this analysis was to see if at the individual level, people process different types of 
decisions similarly. Table 6 details the results of analyzing the frequency/presence of a decision making factor in an 
individual‘s decision. Each subject is treated separately. If the decision factor was present in a question, the code is a 1. 
Absence is indicated by a 0. Consistency across different types of decisions was defined as rating the same decision factor 
present in 3 or more decisions. Building off of Table 6, Table 7 displays the results of the Likert scale evaluation. Each 
decision factor was isolated as a set of 4 for each subject representing 1 rating for each of the 4 question. Consistency here 
was defined as having a standard deviation within these values of less than 1.5. Boxes on the side of each subject column 
indicate consistency of the decision factor‘s importance across each decision type:
Daily Decision 
Making
Difficult 
Decisions Ethical Decisions
Decisions Not 
Related to Work
OBJECTIVE 1.37 2.59 1.70 1.48
SUBJECTIVE 0.71 1.48 0.70 1.08
CONSEQUENCES 0.47 1.60 1.71 0.76
MOTIVATION 0.72 1.56 0.64 0.17
COMMUNICATION 1.37 3.00 1.30 1.41
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TABLE 6:  Frequency by Subject - Categorical 
 
 
 
 
  
1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
OBJECTIVE INFORMATION
    Data / facts / research / information gathering 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 2 0 0 1 1 2 0 1 0 1 2 1 1 0 1 3
    Past experience 1 1 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 4 0 1 0 1 2 0 1 1 1 3
    Regulations / rules / policies / laws 1 0 1 0 2 0 1 1 0 2 1 1 1 0 3 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 2
SUBJECTIVE INFORMATION
    Gut feel / intuition / personal preferences / emotions 1 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1
    Concern for personal relationships 1 1 1 1 4 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 2
    Advice
        Family / friends 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 1 2
        Supervisors 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
        Peers / colleagues 1 0 1 0 2 1 1 0 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 2
        Subordinates 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1
        Involved parties 0 1 1 0 2 1 1 0 1 3 1 1 1 1 4 1 1 0 1 3 0 1 1 1 3
CONSEQUENCES
    Impact on self / family 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 2
    Impact on stakeholders 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
    Impact on finances 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 1 3 0 0 0 1 1 0 1 0 0 1
    Impact on organization 0 1 1 0 2 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 2
    General costs / benefits / risks 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 3 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 1
METHOD OF INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
    Impersonal (electronic, phone, etc.) 1 1 1 1 4 1 1 0 1 3 0 1 1 0 2 0 1 0 1 2 0 0 0 1 1
    Personal (face-to-face) 1 1 1 0 3 0 1 1 1 3 0 1 1 1 3 1 1 0 1 3 0 1 1 1 3
    Group (i.e., meetings) 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0
MOTIVATION
    Consistency (Procedural) 0 0 1 0 1 1 1 0 0 2 1 1 0 0 2 0 1 0 1 2 1 1 0 1 3
    Resolve 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
    Productivity 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 2
    Fairness (Substantive) 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1
Subject 1 Subject 2 Subject 3 Subject 4 Subject 5
LEGEND
1 = Daily Process (at work)
2 = Difficult Decision (at work)
3 = Ethical Decision (at work)
4 = Decision not at work
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LEGEND
1 = Daily Process (at work)
2 = Difficult Decision (at work)
3 = Ethical Decision (at work)
4 = Decision not at work
1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
OBJECTIVE INFORMATION
    Data / facts / research / information gathering 0 1 1 0 2 1 1 0 1 3 1 1 1 1 4 1 1 1 0 3
    Past experience 0 0 0 1 1 1 1 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
    Regulations / rules / policies / laws 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1
SUBJECTIVE INFORMATION
    Gut feel / intuition / personal preferences / emotions 1 1 1 1 4 1 1 0 1 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1
    Concern for personal relationships 0 0 1 1 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
    Advice
        Family / friends 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
        Supervisors 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
        Peers / colleagues 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 2
        Subordinates 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
        Involved parties 1 1 1 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 2 1 1 0 0 2
CONSEQUENCES
    Impact on self / family 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1
    Impact on stakeholders 0 0 1 0 1 0 1 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
    Impact on finances 0 1 0 0 1 1 1 0 1 3 1 0 1 0 2 0 0 0 0 0
    Impact on organization 0 1 1 0 2 0 1 1 0 2 1 1 1 0 3 0 1 0 0 1
    General costs / benefits / risks 0 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 3 1 1 1 1 4
METHOD OF INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
    Impersonal (electronic, phone, etc.) 1 1 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 2 0 0 0 0 0
    Personal (face-to-face) 0 1 1 0 2 0 1 1 1 3 1 1 0 0 2 1 1 0 0 2
    Group (i.e., meetings) 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 2 1 0 0 0 1 1 1 0 0 2
MOTIVATION
    Consistency (Procedural) 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1 1 0 0 0 1
    Resolve 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
    Productivity 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 1 0 2 0 1 0 0 1
    Fairness (Substantive) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
Subject 7 Subject 8 Subject 9Subject 6
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TABLE 7:  Magnitudes by Subject - Categorical 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
OBJECTIVE INFORMATION
    Data / facts / research / information gathering 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 4 2 0 0 4 4 2 0 4 0 3 2 5 4 0 4 2
    Past experience 2 3 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 5 4 4 3 1 0 4 0 3 2 0 3 5 4 2
    Regulations / rules / policies / laws 4 0 4 0 2 0 4 4 0 2 4 5 4 0 2 0 3 0 0 2 0 5 3 0 2
SUBJECTIVE INFORMATION
    Gut feel / intuition / personal preferences / emotions 2 1 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 2 0 0 0 1 1
    Concern for personal relationships 4 5 3 4 1 0 5 0 0 3 0 2 0 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 3 2
        Family / friends 0 0 0 4 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 2 0 0 0 3 2 0 1 0 4 2
        Supervisors 0 3 0 0 2 0 4 5 0 3 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
        Peers / colleagues 4 0 2 0 2 4 4 0 3 2 0 1 0 0 1 0 4 0 0 2 0 4 0 3 2
        Subordinates 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 2
        Involved parties 0 5 2 0 2 5 2 0 4 2 3 3 3 3 0 5 4 0 3 2 0 3 4 4 2
CONSEQUENCES
    Impact on self / family 0 3 4 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 2 1
    Impact on stakeholders 0 3 0 0 2 0 0 4 0 2 4 2 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
    Impact on finances 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 2 0 4 5 4 2 0 0 0 4 2 0 0 0 0 0
    Impact on organization 0 4 3 0 2 1 5 4 0 2 0 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 3 0 2
    General costs / benefits / risks 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 4 5 2 0 0 5 0 3 0 5 0 0 3 0 3 0 0 2
METHOD OF INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
    Impersonal (electronic, phone, etc.) 3 3 4 5 1 4 4 0 3 2 0 3 4 0 2 0 3 0 4 2 0 0 0 4 2
    Personal (face-to-face) 5 4 3 0 2 0 5 4 5 2 0 5 4 4 2 5 4 0 4 2 0 4 4 3 2
    Group (i.e., meetings) 0 0 1 0 1 0 4 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 4 4 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0
MOTIVATION
    Consistency (Procedural) 0 0 5 0 3 3 5 0 0 2 3 5 0 0 2 0 4 0 3 2 4 4 0 3 2
    Resolve 0 4 5 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 1
    Productivity 0 3 0 0 2 0 3 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 2 0 3 2 0 2
    Fairness (Substantive) 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 2 5 5 1 0 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 0 0 3
Subject 1 Subject 2 Subject 3 Subject 4 Subject 5
LEGEND
1 = Daily Process (at work)
2 = Difficult Decision (at work)
3 = Ethical Decision (at work)
4 = Decision not at work
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1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4 1 2 3 4
OBJECTIVE INFORMATION
    Data / facts / research / information gathering 0 2 3 0 2 4 3 0 4 2 4 5 5 5 1 5 5 4 0 2
    Past experience 0 0 0 5 3 4 4 0 0 2 0 4 0 0 2 0 0 1 1 1
    Regulations / rules / policies / laws 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 2
SUBJECTIVE INFORMATION
    Gut feel / intuition / personal preferences / emotions 4 1 3 5 2 4 4 0 4 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 2
    Concern for personal relationships 0 0 4 5 3 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
        Family / friends 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
        Supervisors 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 0 2 0 0 3 0 2 0 1 0 0 1
        Peers / colleagues 0 5 3 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 2 4 4 0 0 2
        Subordinates 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 4 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
        Involved parties 2 4 3 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 3 2 4 4 0 0 2
CONSEQUENCES
    Impact on self / family 0 0 0 4 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 2 0 0 0 4 2
    Impact on stakeholders 0 0 4 0 2 0 3 5 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 1 2
    Impact on finances 0 5 0 0 3 3 3 0 4 2 3 0 4 0 2 0 0 0 0 0
    Impact on organization 0 1 4 0 2 1 4 3 0 2 3 4 4 0 2 0 3 0 0 2
    General costs / benefits / risks 0 4 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 3 5 5 0 2 3 4 4 2 1
METHOD OF INTERPERSONAL COMMUNICATION
    Impersonal (electronic, phone, etc.) 2 3 0 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 2 2 0 0 0 0 0
    Personal (face-to-face) 0 4 5 0 3 0 4 3 4 2 2 5 0 0 2 4 4 0 0 2
    Group (i.e., meetings) 0 4 0 0 2 0 5 3 0 2 4 0 0 0 2 4 5 0 0 3
MOTIVATION
    Consistency (Procedural) 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 0 1 3 0 0 0 2 4 0 0 0 2
    Resolve 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1
    Productivity 0 0 0 0 0 4 0 0 0 2 0 4 2 0 2 0 3 0 0 2
    Fairness (Substantive) 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 3 0 2 0 0 2 0 1 0 0 0 0 0
Subject 7 Subject 8 Subject 9Subject 6
LEGEND
1 = Daily Process (at work)
2 = Difficult Decision (at work)
3 = Ethical Decision (at work)
4 = Decision not at work
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 As expected from Elm and Radin (2008), when analyzing the data within each subject, 
consistency in decision making influences became more apparent. Patterns in decision making are easily visible 
and highlighted by the many boxed values. Furthermore, in an attempt to adjust for unique circumstances, we 
also thought that a frequency of 3 would be classified as consistent. If a subject was evaluated to have used the 
same decision factor at the exact same magnitude for 3 of the 4 questions, the side value was circled in red. 
Even though subjects were not entirely consistent across the board, Table 7 shows that each displayed at least 8 
consistent influential factors across different decision types. The sudden increase in boxes from Table 6 to 
Table 7 can be explained by accounting for non-factors. If a subject was consistent in not using a certain factor, 
that value was boxed or circled in Table 7 and not in Table 6. While determining what factors do influence 
decision making is important, perhaps equally important is determining which factors do not. Implementing this 
decision rule increased consistency among each subject. across the different types of decision was vastly 
increased within each subject. 
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LIMITATIONS 
 
The research we conducted was subject to limitations. First and foremost the sample we used was small 
and not heterogeneous. Even though the managers we interviewed worked across a variety of different 
industries, all of their positions had been located in the Midwest. Moreover, all were current MBA students. The 
lack of diversity could have biased the data and restricted the conclusions we were able to draw. Since we were 
intending merely to draw attention for future research purposes and never aimed to form concrete conclusions 
about the results, the small sample size and relative homogeneity were not of major concern. 
Another limitation we encountered was during the interview process. Both the types of decisions 
discussed and the degree of detail given were limited. Some individuals may have felt reluctant sharing personal 
or confidential information with the interviewer. This bias could have limited the amount of useful data we were 
able to collect.  
Finally, the last limitation of our study was the consideration of measuring the binary presence of the 
decision factors in tandem with the Likert scaling. In doing so, we unknowingly created a complex situation. 
First, we removed the necessary neutral midpoint from the Likert scale as factors not present in the decision 
were coded as 0‘s. As a result, a 3 rating theoretically became a slightly positive affirmation. Next, the 0 Likert 
scale ratings were problematic when it came to analyzing the data. They enhanced difficulties in calculating the 
inter-rater reliability and made it difficult to draw conclusions since they represented a totally different meaning 
than the values on the 1-5 scale and manipulated the actually meaning of each value on the scale. In the future, 
the Likert scaling should be done independently so as to avoid confusion and maintain the balanced 5 point 
range of the traditional scale. 
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DISCUSSION 
 
 
Intrigued by the research conducted by Elm and Radin (2008), we performed this study in an effort to 
help explain the alarming rate of inconsistencies within current ethical decision making research. We sought to 
provide preliminary evidence challenging the assumption that ethical decision making is separate and distinct 
from other types of decision making. Our research considered two types of data simultaneously: the binary 
presence of certain influential factors across different types of decisions as well as their relative importance or 
extent to which they influenced the decision maker.  
Our analysis on binary presence yielded weak support for similarities across decision types. Elm and 
Radin (2008) made similar findings. In examining Table 2 in conjunction with Table 4, we can see clear 
similarities across the different types of decision. In fact, the data contained in these two tables seems to 
indicate that if any type of decision is truly distinct and different from the others, it would most certainly be the 
―Difficult Decision‖ category. Table 4 shows clear deviance from the average values for frequencies within this 
type of decision. In fact, the boxes, which indicate an outlier value, almost made a line straight down the 
column. Surprisingly the frequencies for the ―Ethical Decision‖ columns appeared to conform to the averages in 
both tables. Since these two tables controlled for each question type, we have weak evidence that people in 
general are influenced by similar decision factors regardless of the type of decision they are presented with. We 
can also reasonably suspect that the ethical decisions in particular are made very similarly to other types of 
decision. This finding is weakened by the fact that these tables measured only the binary presence of the 
decision factors. Binary presence is not an accurate indicator of how much the decision maker relied on each 
decision factor or category. 
The data collected by our Likert scaling though provided much stronger evidence for the existence of 
similarities in decision making influences across decision types. The information in Table 3 provides perhaps 
the strongest evidence of these similarities. From the data set of 88 points contained in the table, only 12 
showed a significant deviance from the norms of their respective categories. Furthermore, within the ―Ethical 
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Decision‖ column, there was only 1 significant deviation. We had expected the Likert scaling data to be a much 
better representation of the extent to which each decision factor influenced the decision maker in his reasoning 
processes due to the implementation of a bipolar scale. The data provides a strong reinforcement to the weak 
findings drawn from the binary presence data. We therefore feel comfortable saying at the very least that this is 
an area that merits additional examination. 
The only area of concern was embodied within the values for the ―Difficult Decisions‖. Table 5 
provided an eerily similar analysis to that of Table 3. Again, the only difference was Table 5 employed data 
collected using the Likert scaling. Nevertheless, both tables implied that ―Difficult Decisions‖ are made 
differently than other types of decisions.  
This finding may make sense in the context. The values in the ―Difficult Decision‖ column are 
significantly higher than those for other decision types in both tables. One could reasonably expect that when 
making a difficult decision, the subject would be more prone to consider more decision factors to make the 
decision due to the inherent difficulty. This explains the higher than normal frequency values in Table 3. 
Further, since Table 5 presents the averages of the Likert scale ratings for each subject, if there was a higher 
binary presence of decision factors, one could reasonably foresee higher averages in the Likert scale data since 
non-present decision factors were automatically coded as 0‘s on the Likert scale. These values would bring the 
averages down significantly. This was one of the inherent problems in using the automatic 0 rating and is 
probably causing the noise in each of these tables.  
The following tables, 6 and 7, analyze the influence of the decision factors or themes across each type of 
question within each subject. Essentially they both show the extent to which the individual utilizes similar 
decision factors across the different types of decision. Tables 2 through 5 showed the same effect, but on the 
sample as a collective whole leading to more generalized findings. 
Conclusions on both these tables can be drawn at first glance. The boxes and red circles in these tables 
now indicate consistencies instead of deviance across the different decision types. Each table is covered in these 
markings reflecting incredible amount of similarities in the individual‘s decision making process across each of 
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the decision types. These abundant consistencies are present within each subject at a very high frequency. 
Similar to the conclusions drawn from the sample as a whole, these tables reflect that individuals make 
decisions similarly despite its type or nature. 
The field of ethical decision making may have long considered itself separate and distinct from other 
types of decision making from its inception, but our findings support the contrary: ethical decision making is no 
different than other types of decision making. As a result, Elm and Radin (2008) may be correct in their 
assertion that prior research may be impoverished which may lead to an increased understanding of the 
inconsistencies and mixed conclusions of current research. 
Our conclusions in this study admittedly are far from concrete. Nevertheless, they shine a bright light on 
weaknesses in foundation of the field of ethical decision making and at the very least serve as a starting block 
for other studies to conduct further research in this area. 
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APPENDICES 
 
 
 
APPENDIX A:  Thematic Analysis 
 
 
Inductive Coding Scheme Development (Thematic Analysis, Boyatzis, 1998)  
1.  Randomly number subjects and remove names from transcripts.  Record pertinent information in records.  
Make transcripts blind. 
2.  Read through transcripts and create outline for each subject on each question.  Create sub-samples here 
(e.g. those who recognized ethical decision and those who did not). 
3.  Use outlines to identify themes in each sub-group of subject responses.  Specific definition isn't 
necessary here, just any glimmer of themes. 
4.  Re-write themes that are consistent across subjects in sub-sample; possible labels may come up here. 
5.  Themes that show distinctions between sub-samples are re-written again for clarity and parsimony.  Re-
read original transcripts—each theme should clearly be either present or absent. 
6.  Develop the code:  Assign a label to each theme; define it clearly; record indicators "Coded when subject 
stated abc..." or "xyz..."; note differentiation in each subject (NOT sub-sample, but all subjects) - i.e. subjects 1 
and 5 showed theme, subjects 2,3,4,8 did not show theme. 
7.  Technically, the sub-samples should not be the whole sample, because then after the code is developed, 
return to the original sample and code remaining subjects blind. 
8.  Have a colleague code the sample and compare code differences for reliability. 
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APPENDIX B:  Interview Format 
 
 
 
 
  
Interview Question Format  
1. Please tell me a little bit about your background: 
 Age 
 Education 
 How long you have been with this company 
 Other employment experience 
2.  Could you tell me about the steps or process you typically use to make decisions on a daily basis? 
3.  Let‘s talk about a specific decision in some depth.  Can you tell me about a decision that was 
particularly difficult for you to make at work in the past year? Describe the issue. 
4.  What made this decision difficult for you? 
5.  What did you do to make the decision? 
6.  Can you describe the steps you took? 
7.  What most influenced or helped you to make this decision? Did you talk with others about this or use 
other resources? 
8.  How long did this process take? 
9.  Would you do anything differently if this came up again? 
10. Have you had to make any difficult ethical decisions?  Can you tell me about the process you used for 
that? Questions 4 – 9 again. 
11. Do you use the same process/steps to make decisions when you are not at work (not in your professional 
role)? 
Thank you so much for your time! 
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APPENDIX C:  Coding Scheme 
 
 
  
Coding Scheme 
Pieces of information that influenced the decision making process was treated as data. Three types of data were 
collected. (1) Data about the type or nature of the decision; (2) data about information that influenced the 
decision; and (3) data about the manner in which information influential to the decision was communicated by 
others. 
(1)  TYPE OF DECISION 
“Type of decision” refers to the nature of the decision—i.e., to the functional area of the business to which the 
decision pertains. 
Financial decision / business challenge 
Primarily financial in nature, where 
the focus lies on cost-related issues. 
Human decision 
Linked to individuals in their work 
capacity—i.e., hiring, firing, and 
transfers. 
Conflict of stakeholder interests 
Pertains to situations linked to direct 
stakeholder conflicts 
Operations / systems / technology 
Deals with choices about 
infrastructure or technological 
offerings.  
Policy implementation / enforcement 
Concerns situations where the 
emphasis is on systemization and 
standardization not necessarily linked 
to core products or services. 
(2a)  OBJECTIVE INFORMATION 
 
“Objective information” refers to information that, regardless of the sources, is perceived as unbiased and 
factual in nature. 
Data / facts / research / information gathering 
Specific references to data, facts, and 
so on; a number of respondents 
emphasized actively seeking out 
information. 
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Past experiences 
References to memories and personal 
histories. 
Regulations / rules / policies / laws 
Anything considered standard, such 
as law, ethics codes, and human 
resources policies. 
(2b)  SUBJECTIVE INFORMATION 
 
“Subjective information” refers to information that is perceptual in nature and based on the opinions of 
yourself or others. 
Gut feel / intuition / personal preferences / emotions 
Personal opinions; personal likes / 
dislikes. 
Concern for personal relationships 
Situation where a personal 
relationship with a work-related 
acquaintance is influential. 
Opinions from family / friends 
People outside of work affect the 
decision. 
Opinions from supervisors 
Supervision offers opinion or 
support, not specific mandated 
direction. 
Opinions from peers / colleagues 
Vicarious experience of similarly 
situated work-related acquaintances 
who have dealt with similar 
situations. 
Opinions from subordinates Upward feedback. 
Opinions from involved parties 
Direct input from people who will be 
directly affected by the decision. 
(2c)  CONSEQUENCES 
 
“Consequences” refer to teleological evaluations, to situations where decision makers consider possible 
outcomes before choosing a course of action. 
Impact on self / family Personal consequences. 
Impact on stakeholders 
Impact on people not directly 
involved in the situation. 
Impact on finances Budget or cost considerations. 
Impact on organization 
Impact on division, department, or 
organization as a whole. 
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General costs / benefits / risks 
Overall costs / benefits analysis or 
consideration of financial or other 
risk. 
 
(2d)  MOTIVATION 
 
“Motivation” refers to deontological evaluation, to situations where decision makers are influenced by specific 
principles and values. 
Consistency (procedural justice / fairness) 
Respect for even-handed 
administration of polices and 
procedures. 
Resolve 
Adhering to values, principles and 
goals. 
Productivity 
Success; emphasis on accomplishing 
goals. 
Fairness (substantive justice) 
Treating people and situations in 
ways that respect their individual 
dignity. 
(3a)  COMMUNICATION  
“Communication” refers to the method by which the decision maker receives opinions and research 
information from other people; refers to both solicited and unsolicited communication. 
Impersonal (electronic, phone, etc.)  
Personal (face-to-face)  
Group (i.e., meeting)  
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APPENDIX D:  Coding Sheets 
 
 
Page 1 Coder Name: Date:
Objective
Data 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 1)
Past Experience 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Regulations 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 2)
Subjective 3)
Gut feel 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Personal relationships 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 4)
Family/friends 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Supervisors 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Peers/colleagues 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Subordinates 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Involved parties 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Consequences
Self/family 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Stakeholders 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Finances 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Organization 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Cost/benefits 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Motivation
Consistency (Procedural) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Resolve 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Productivity 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Fairness (Substantive) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Communication
Impersonal 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Personal (face-to-face) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Group (i.e.., meetings) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Page 1
this person's approach to decision making
D
a
ily
 D
ec
is
io
n
 M
a
ki
n
g
 P
ro
ce
ss
Question #1
Please list the words that come to mind that describe
1 = non-factor, 5 = most significant
Presence Magnitude
1 = yes, 0 = no
Transcript #: 8
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 APPENDIX D:  Coding Sheets (Continued) 
  
Page 2 Coder Name: Date:
Objective
Data 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 1)
Past Experience 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Regulations 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 2)
Subjective 3)
Gut feel 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Personal relationships 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 4)
Family/friends 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Supervisors 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Peers/colleagues 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Subordinates 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Involved parties 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Consequences
Self/family 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Stakeholders 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Finances 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Organization 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Cost/benefits 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Motivation
Consistency (Procedural) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Resolve 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Productivity 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Fairness (Substantive) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Communication
Impersonal 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Personal (face-to-face) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Group (i.e.., meetings) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Page 2
Transcript #: 8 Question #2
D
if
fi
cu
lt
 D
ec
is
io
n
 P
ro
ce
ss
Presence Magnitude Please list the words that come to mind that describe
1 = yes, 0 = no 1 = non-factor, 5 = most significant this person's approach to decision making
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 APPENDIX D:  Coding Sheets (Continued) 
 
 
Page 3 Coder Name: Date:
Objective
Data 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 1)
Past Experience 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Regulations 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 2)
Subjective 3)
Gut feel 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Personal relationships 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 4)
Family/friends 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Supervisors 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Peers/colleagues 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Subordinates 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Involved parties 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Consequences
Self/family 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Stakeholders 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Finances 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Organization 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Cost/benefits 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Motivation
Consistency (Procedural) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Resolve 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Productivity 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Fairness (Substantive) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Communication
Impersonal 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Personal (face-to-face) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Group (i.e.., meetings) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Page 3
Transcript #: 8 Question #3
D
if
fi
cu
lt
 E
th
ic
a
l D
ec
is
io
n
 M
a
ki
n
g
 P
ro
ce
ss
Presence Magnitude Please list the words that come to mind that describe
1 = yes, 0 = no 1 = non-factor, 5 = most significant this person's approach to decision making
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 APPENDIX D:  Coding Sheets (Continued) 
 
 
Page 4 Coder Name: Date:
Objective
Data 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 1)
Past Experience 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Regulations 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 2)
Subjective 3)
Gut feel 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Personal relationships 0 1 1 2 3 4 5 4)
Family/friends 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Supervisors 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Peers/colleagues 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Subordinates 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Involved parties 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Consequences
Self/family 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Stakeholders 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Finances 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Organization 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Cost/benefits 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Motivation
Consistency (Procedural) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Resolve 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Productivity 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Fairness (Substantive) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Communication
Impersonal 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Personal (face-to-face) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Group (i.e.., meetings) 0 1 1 2 3 4 5
Page 4
Transcript #: 8 Question #4
D
if
fi
cu
lt
 D
ec
is
io
n
 N
o
t 
R
el
a
te
d
 t
o
 W
o
rk
Presence Magnitude Please list the words that come to mind that describe
1 = yes, 0 = no 1 = non-factor, 5 = most significant this person's approach to decision making
